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The Exchange Note (Billete de Canje) of Puerto Rico (1895) 


by Angel O. Navarro Zayas, PhD 


Don Bartolomé Maura y Montaner’, in 1899, 
was appointed to the Royal Academy of Fine Arts of 
San Fernando. There in the Academy said a famous 
speech and, in response to his words, the Spanish 
press affirmed:" 

Mr. Maura is, in short, today, the most notable 
engraver in Spain and not only the most memorable 
but the most popular because if, as the saying goes: 
"the king is known by the currency," by the coin is 
also Maura known. In all of them, the initials B.M. 
are now read." 

Not all people of the time knew the banknotes 
of the Bank of Spain, nor could they have studied 
the currency. However, because he designed them, 
people indirectly knew about Maura's great notoriety 
in the Spanish coins and banknotes". In Puerto Rico, 
his work is also reflected in the Puerto Rican 
Provincial Peso currency and his billete de canje or 
exchange note, both designs, pillars of our 
numismatic history, made by this famous Spanish 
engraver and artist. 

In 1895, the Minister of Overseas Affairs, 
Tomas Castellano, commissioned Bartolomé Maura 
y Montaner, while he was artistic director of the 
Fabrica Nacional de Moneda y Timbre, to write the 


conditions, basis, and budget for the manufacture of 


the exchange note. 

In the basis for manufacture, he had to expose 
how the paper money should be issued and how 
much it would cost to manufacture five million one- 
peso exchange notes, as a minimum. The paper 
money was to be used to exchange Mexican silver 
coins circulating in the Philippine Islands and the 
province of Puerto Rico. 

It first recognized the condition of urgency in 
the manufacture of the exchange notes and focused 
first on the Manufacturing Procedure. 

Bartolomé Maura recognized the most 
rudimentary knowledge of those that can be used 
advised for the exclusion of chalcography due to the 
slowness of its stamping. The typographic, for the 
long time necessary for the steel engraving of its 
matrices and galvanic reproduction of its clichés, 
limited the creation of the paper money because It 
had to be done very expeditely. 

The lithographic procedure applied to the 
stamping of steel plates engraved, the stamping of 
dry stamps, and the automatic triple numbering on a 
very resistant thread paper were the most 
recommended and practical conditions to 
manufacture these provisional paper money. The 


circulation was going to be of limited time [twenty- 
one days]. 

The second condition that he imposed with a 
special nature of the work was the reserve, and this 
made it necessary to take care of the artistic- 
industrial entity that would carry it out. 

The private industry could not be entrusted to 
manufacture the paper money. There were no 
establishments in Madrid, which had sufficient 
elements to carry out the multiple and heterogeneous 
operations that required the manufacture of a 
banknote that had all the guarantees compatible with 
the circumstances in which it was to be made. 

Nor could they be manufactured in the Fabrica 
Nacional de Moneda y Timbre because it lacked 
lithographic presses. On the other hand, its 
numerous staff and the indispensable practice of 
administrative procedures necessary to start it up. It 
was an almost insurmountable obstacle to carry out a 
job in it, with the reservation (discretion) that the 
one in question must be surrounded. 

By the considerations expressed about the haste 
of time and reserve with which the exchange notes 
would be manufactured. Bartolomé Maura judged 
that it was his duty (putting to contribution his 
relations in the private industry to gather under his 
direction and that of officials of his absolute 
confidence, the disseminated manufacturing 
elements necessary to bring this undertaking to a 
successful conclusion) shall be offered to carry it out 
in accordance with the following: 

Basis 

Ist. They shall be engraved in steel, the 
obverses, backgrounds and back of the bi-checkbook 
banknote following the accompanying drawing. 

2nd. A general matrix, a punch, and the dies 
necessary for dry stamping shall be engraved in 
hollow and steel. 

3rd. All these effects will be formally delivered 
under inventory once the operation is concluded. 

4th. The stamping will be of lithographic report 
and three inks; two on the obverse and one on the 
back. 

Sth. Dry stamping shall be made. 

6th. The numbering will be triple, automatic and 
in carmine ink. 

7th. The paper will be made of thread and 
everything will be the same as the sample that is 
accompanied. 

8th. The binding shall be made in books of the 
volume to be agreed by the Administration and the 


first and last of the numbers comprising each 
volume shall be stamped on the cover. 

9th. The delivery of the finished banknotes will 
be made partially by remittances that will not fall 
below five hundred thousand bills and by November 
5 the delivery of the total of the five million marked 
as minimum will have been completed. 

To carry out the work of the above mentioned 
basis, it will be formulated below: 

Budget to manufacture a minimum of five 
million bills and for the others you may need. 

The remuneration for this service comprising: 
original designs (see Figure la and Figure 1b), 
without engraving at the sweet and hollow carving, 
the three-ink stamping, the ringing, the automatic 
triple numbering, the binding, the artistic-industrial 
direction of all the manipulations, — the 
administration, the custody of stocks and the cost of 
wages and materials is valued at three and a half 
cents of Peseta each banknote of the first five 


million marked as minimum and in three cents each 
of the others that may be needed, in which case this 
budget and its consequences would be considered 
extended to a second run in which the colors of the 
front and back and the dry timbre could be varied, if 
it were a question of exchanging currency in another 
place. 

The payment will be verified in Madrid, by the 
Caja del Ministro de Ultramar, in current currency 
and in the form expressed below with the receipt of 
the official order, a document will be accompanied 
to be received the sum of thirty-five thousand 
pesetas indispensable for contracting paper, inks, 
machines, and other manufacturing elements. 

This money advance is equivalent to the value 
of the first million banknotes that are made (If a 
second run is arranged, the advance would be in the 
same proportion, that is, a fifth of the total amount 
of it, but in respect of three cents). 


Figure 1a, Obverse of exchange note; only known copy (SPECIMEN) or artist's proof with both counterfoils. This exchange note was 
manufactured by the Royal Decree, of the Queen Regent Maria Cristina de Borbén, on August 17, 1895. This specimen is located in the 
National Historical Archive of Madrid, Spain. The first time it was reported in Latin American literature was by this author in the book 
Indice General de los Documentos Relativos al Canje de la Moneda Mejicana, 1895-1896 (expediente sobre canje de moneda mejicana 
que circula en la isla) (2009). 


Figure 1b. Exchange note reverse; only known copy (SPECIMEN) or artist's proof with both counterfoils. This exchange note was 
manufactured by the Royal Decree, of the Queen Regent Maria Cristina de Borbén, on August 17, 1895. This specimen is located in the 
National Historical Archive of Madrid, Spain. The first time it was reported in the Latin American literature was by this author in the book 
indice General de los Documentos Relativos al Canje de la Moneda Mejicana. 1895-1896 (expediente sobre canje de moneda mejicana 
que circula en la isla) (2009) 
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Within six days following each of the 
successive deliveries, payment will be made by the 
Fund of said Ministry. 

For the purposes of due intervention, the 
contractor shall notify this Ministry of the date and 
time on which the last operation is to begin, namely 
the numbering of the banknotes. At its hearing, the 
Ministry shall designate the officials who are to 
witness this operation by drawing up a record of the 
banknotes to be numbered and sealing the 
machines, with the Seals of the Minister, each time 
and for so long that the operation is interrupted. 

Once approved, this budget shall be covered 
by all the guarantees (compatible with the reserved 
nature of the service) of a public contract, which 
shall place at the expense of eventualities the 
substantial moral and material interests. It intends 
to meet its realization requires putting into play the 
one that subscribes and its obligation in favor of the 
State to comply with it in all its parts Madrid on 
August 20, 1895. Bartolomé Maura accepted the 
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Figure 2a. Obverse of exchange note, with a single counterfoil on the left, used in Puerto Rico (exchange note from the private 
collection of Dr. Francis Zayas Montalvo, photograph used with his permission). 


proposal and authorized the service subject to it, 
and following the provisions of the Royal Decree of 
August 17, 189, exempting from the auction 
formalities. The Minister of Overseas, Tomas 
Castellano™”'. 

When Bartolomé Maura designed the 
exchange note, he did so using the technique he 
used for all his engravings, in brush and in colours 
(see figure la and Ib); the description of his style 
when designing is demonstrated in the following 
description of the time: 

[the design]... with the tip and the burin, his 
essential characters, he studied them with the 
brush, in full color, instead of limiting himself to the 
use of black and white drawing, as the antique 
engravers proceeded, or to the use of photography, 
always inaccurate in the representation of 
chromatic values, as modern ones generally do. For 
this reason, Maura's engravings give an impression 
of colorism, relief, and vigor, which make them so 
interesting, as if they were original designs” 


RIO 06 ULERHOAR | 


Figure 2b. Reverse of exchange note, with a single counterfoil on the left, used in Puerto Rico (exchange note from the private 
collection of Dr. Francis Zayas Montalvo, photograph used with his permission). 
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These exchange notes (figures 2a and 2b), 
which were manufactured in Spain under the Royal 
Decree of August 16, were issued and used for 21 
days in some 42 places in Puerto Rico to be 
exchanged for Mexican currency. The counterfoil 
tickets had attached checkbooks on both sides of the 
counterfoil; each ticket or counterfoil and_ its 
respective checkbooks bore the same numbering. 
The exchange notes or paper money was exchanged 
to all persons carrying Mexican pesos; a checkbook 
was retained by the officer in charge of the 
monetary exchange. When the new Peso 
Provinciales (Puerto Rican provincial currency) 
arrived in Puerto Rico, the Exchange Notes were 
redeemed to the bearer for the new currency. The 
exchange of the new Pesos (Puerto Rican provincial 
currency) arrived from Spain, for the Exchange 
Notes, this new exchange was made within eight 
days. 

There has been much uncertainty about the 
amount of cash in circulation in Puerto Rico. 
Estimates varied greatly, some estimates were much 
higher than others. The estimate accepted by the 
Spanish authorities turned out to be excessive. 
There was a minting of provincial coins for Puerto 
Rico, in the years 1895 and 1896, in the Mint of 
Madrid, of the following denominations in silver: 


1 Peso 8.500.021 

40 cents 290.000'80 
20 cents 670.001'20 
10 cents 70.000'60 
Scents 30.000°30 
TOTAL 9.560.023°90 


Figure 3. Total manufacture of all denominations of provincial 
coins minted Puerto Rico. 


Of this amount, only 6,426,395 Pesos were 
used. The rest was returned to Spain during the 
years 1896-1897. Although the expenses of the 
exchange were very large, the difference between 
the value of the silver of the new coins (provincial 
peso) and the difference in the value of the silver of 
the old coins (Mexican currency) provided a 
sufficient margin that would give a net profit of the 
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complete transaction of P 480,000 Pesos gold. The 
gold coins were sent to Puerto Rico in the form of 5 
Pesos gold coins, which are legally valued to 
circulate at the rate of 1.20 pesos. Of this amount, 
410,916 Pesos were exported to Spain in early 1898 
to be used in the construction of a Spanish ship 
called "Puerto Rico", which was never built and left 
a balance of only 69,084 Pesos, which remained in 
Puerto Rico. While this amount of gold appeared in 
most of the securities of monetary circulation in 
Puerto Rico during 1898, it was not part of the 
circulating coins. The markets were valued with a 
high premium, but the coins remained largely 
treasured or as souvenirs. 

In Puerto Rico, another currency that deserves 
attention in this period is the Puerto Rican metallic 
coin of Spanish copper. 70,000 Pesos of these 
Spanish copper coins were sent to Puerto Rico in 
1895. As this monetary unit was less valuable in 
Puerto Rico than in Spain, copper currency began to 
flow back into Spain under the force of Gresham's 
Law. Between 20,000 to 25,000 Pesos of the copper 
currency were remitted by merchants to Spain, 
according to the Deputy Governor of the Spanish 
Bank of Puerto Rico, before the authorities realized 
the fact that the coins were being exported. To 
prevent copper coins from being exhausted in 
Puerto Rico, the remaining copper coins were holed 
and mutilated. They made the coin lose the 
privilege of having legal circulation in Spain. In 
1896, the Minister of Ultramar, Tomas Castellano, 
affirmed before the Cortes that there were thirty- 
three different types of bronze coins in Puerto Rico 
at the time of the exchange of the Mexican silver 
coin in circulation and eighteen types of silver 
coins™. 

The billete of canje (1895), or paper money 
designed by Bartolomé Maura y Montaner and the 
Provincial Peso and its fractional silver coins, is an 
intrinsic part of the numismatic history of Puerto 
Rico in the late nineteenth century. Historians and 
numismatists recognize that these pieces of our 
economic history are inherent to the Hispanic 
heritage and culture of Puerto Rico. 
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